I. Introduction
Th is article explores the complex and evolving interaction between minorities' protection within the European Union (EU), the instrument of conditionality and the shifting constellation of domestic and regional interests in the post-Communist countries. Taken together these have diff erently shaped and constrained the implementation and practice of minority rights protection across the region. Th is multilevel dynamic is examined fi rstly in the context of the EU accession process in Central and Eastern Europe, secondly in the context of the EU's Stabilisation and Association Process in the Western Balkans and thirdly in the context of the European Neighbourhood Policy, with a particular focus on the countries in the EU's Eastern neighbourhood.
Despite the evident power asymmetry between the aspiring candidates and the EU, the interaction of EU policy on minorities, conditionality and Eastern European states has not been characterized by a straightforward one-way process of progressive improvements in minority rights provision and implementation with the EU facilitating advances in the "respect for and protection of minorities". Rather it is suggested that notwithstanding the development of the international minority rights regime since the collapse of Communist regimes in Eastern Europe, the evolution of EU policy capacities and the moves to formalize and seek compliance with minority rights norms throughout the region, the realization and practice of such provision has been far more complex and variegated.
1 Th is is in part due to the fact that the leverage of conditional- ity as an instrument to ensure compliance in the fi eld of minority rights has been of a limited eff ect because of the continuing problematic surrounding international minority rights mechanisms, the EU's own ambivalent internal position thereupon and its limited internal institutional and legal capacities in the domain of minorities' protection. It is also due in part to endogenous shortcomings in the operationalization of the instrument of conditionality. Although the operation of conditionality has evolved over time and been applied diff erently in the three areas under investigation, it has not necessarily resulted in increased effi cacy in the delivery of compliance, particularly in the area of minorities' protection. Finally these two dimensions have intersected with the complex domestic settings particular to the Central Eastern European accession countries, Western Balkans and European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) countries, in which, to diff ering degrees across time and space, a complex set of domestic, regional and international interests have facilitated or militated against consistent adoption, codifi cation and implementation of minority rights provisions. Although a number of studies have explored the EU's impact on minorities' protection in particular countries and subregions of the post-communist space, this article develops an original perspective in its comparison across the three subregions-Central and Eastern Europe, the Western Balkans and the eastern neighbourhood-and, while seeking to identify common trends, also sheds light on how the diff erent elements in this complex interaction have worked diff erently across the diff erent regions.
2 I also 
